
by ANIS HAZIM 

IT IS no secret that the country's aquatic eco-
system has become more fragile w i th looming 
threats f rom climate change, habitat f ragmenta-
t ion, pol lut ion and accidental release of invasive 
substances. In conserv ing the aquat ic eco-
system, Tenaga Nasional Bhd (TNB) th rough its 
subsidiaries, TNB Research Sdn Bhd and TNB 
Power Generat ion Sdn Bhd (TNB Genco), have 
taken t h e in i t i a t i ve i m p l e m e n t i n g Aqua t i c 
Ecological Conservat ion Programme at the 
Hulu Terengganu Hydroelectric Power Stations 
to increase local f ish populat ions and expand 
eco-tourism products. 

The conservation programme aims to reduce 
the impact of hydroelectr ic pro ject develop-
men t on aquat ic ecosystems, such as water 
quality, fish, aquatic insects and small organisms 
such as p lankton. Besides, TNB has also con-
t r i bu ted to preserv ing the Kelah f ish or the 
Malaysian kings of the rivers, Mahseer. 

The Kelah fish is important in the aquatic eco-
system and act as a benchmark — if they can 
live and reproduce — it indicates that the river 
is a healthy habitat and has high biodiversity. 
The contr ibut ions have ful f i l led TNB's commi t -
ment to environmental , social and governance 
issues, increasingly at t ract ing the global com-
munity, including investors. 

Thus far, TNB Genco has act ivated t w o sanc-
tuaries in the hydroelectric development areas, 
namely Sungai Tembat in Hulu Terengganu, 
Terengganu, and Sungai T iang in the Royal 
Belum Rainforest, Perak. However, the Sungai 
Tembat sanctuary had to be closed due to logis-
tical diff icult ies as its located far in the upstream 
area, whi le Sungai Tiang which is actively being 
deve loped wi l l be commerc ia l ised once the 
Movement Control Order per iod ends. 

Before the Covid-19 pandemic, 
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Protecting aqua life while 
improving hydropower 

Aquatic Ecological Conservation Programme aims to reduce the impact of 
hydroelectric project development on aquatic ecosystems 

Kelah is Valuably Exclusive 
Kelah f ish is no t only the "k ing" of Malaysian 
rivers but also c rowned in drainage and river 
f rom the Himalayas to Asian countr ies such as 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Nepal, 
Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, 
China, Vietnam and Indonesia. 

According to the International Union for Con-
servation of Nature's Red List, the Kelah f ish are 
endangered species that are very sensitive to 
changes in river ecosystems and do not live in 
lakes as the water temperature is warm and has 
no current. 

Kelah, or its scientific name Tor tambra, can be 

found in Peninsular Malaysia as well as in Sabah 
and Sarawak wh ich has been classified as an 
endangered animal that is protected under the 
Malaysia Wildlife Protection Act 1972 (Act 76). 

Its natural habitat is at the upper reaches of 
the river w i th strong currents, clear and rocky, 
most ly in the fas t - f l ow ing rivers t ha t have 
several levels of rapids and depths as well as rich 
in riverside vegetat ion. It also likes to migrate 
against the cur rent f r o m the main river to 
the headwaters of the spawning tributaries. Its 
main diet includes figs, aquatic and terrestrial 
insects, fry, shrimp and plankton. 

The Kelah exclusively has a class of its o w n 

' w i th its f ine meat texture and delicious f i l l ing 
and its price can reach RM500 per kg. 

Maintaining the Growth 
TNB, th rough TNB Genco, spends about RM6 
mi l l ion every year on various env i ronmenta l 
conservation studies in hydroelectr ic schemes 
in bo th Hulu Terengganu and Sungai Perak, 
i nc lud ing its Aquat ic Ecology Conservat ion 
Programme to main ta in and encourage the 
g rowth of the species. 

During the construct ion of the Hulu Tereng-
ganu stat ion, a to ta l of 772 Kelah f ish were 
successfully transferred to the upstream river 
via TNB Genco's fish rescue activities including 
the largest Kelah fish weighing around 15kg. 

TNB Research researcher and coord ina tor 
Dr M o h d Shafiq Zakeyudd in said tha t b o t h 
TNB Research and TNB Genco, toge ther w i t h 
the local commun i t y have conduc ted a p i lo t 
study and produced the best method to ensure 
the fish populat ion is not affected. 

"The pi lot study includes the mon i to r ing of 
water qual i ty and aquatic life, fish rescue, con-
struction o f f i sh sanctuaries, breeding activities 
and release o f f i sh fry, evaluation of recreational 
f ishing programmes, the study o f f i s h move-
ments as well as communi ty activities under the 
Commun ica t i on Programme, Educat ion and 
Public Awareness," said Mohd Shafiq. 

According to him, the main success of the pro-
g ramme is mainta in ing the parent popu la t ion 
of Kelah f ish and br ing its g r o w t h to 27.4%. In 
terms of water ecology conservation, the pro-
gramme in Hulu Terengganu is a benchmark for 
the sustainable deve lopment of TNB Genco's 

hydroelectric projects, as well as a future refer-
ence, especially for hydroelectric projects such 
as in Nenggiri, Kelantan. 

"Therefore, I hope that this p rogramme can 
be implemented continuously w i th the support 
of all parties. It not only benef i ts the environ-
ment but also opens up new economic resource 
oppor tuni t ies for the local communi ty , " added 
Mohd Shafiq. 

TNB Research has co l l abora ted w i t h the 
Terengganu State Forest Depar tment and the 
Hu lu Te rengganu EcoTourism Coopera t i ve 
establ ished by the commun i t y near the Hulu 
Terengganu Power Station. 

Benefits to the Local Community 
Before the Covid-19 pandemic, the Aquatic Eco-
logy Conservation Programme has helped local 
commun i t i e s in genera t ing new economic 
resources w i th a total net income of RM77,200 
through recreational fishing activities during the 
16 months of operation until November 2019. 

A part of the income is donated to the children 
of cooperative members to help them buy school 
supplies. Every day, local villagers who have been 
trained by TNB Research staff wil l feed the fish 
by g iv ing pellets as the main f o o d to ensure 
that the fish in the sanctuary can be tamed and 
comfortable in the presence of humans. 

This conservat ion in i t ia t ive has also been 
receiving posit ive feedback f rom the Fisheries 
Depar tmen t , Forestry Depar tmen t , Environ-
men t Depar tment as wel l as TNB's staff. The 
aquatic ecosystem is crucial to economic oppor-
tun i ty and this programme may safeguard and 
preserve the ecosystem in the future. 
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